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         ENCOUNTER


      Killeen realized abruptly that the thing was alive. Muscles rippled through it. Six sheathed legs curled beneath, ending in huge claws.

      


      And the head—Killeen saw eyes, more than he could count, moving independently on stalks. Beside them microwave dishes rotated.

         It had telescoping arms socketed in shiny steel. They ended in grappling arrays of opposing pads.

      


      The thing was at least twenty times the size of a human.


      That was all Killeen could think before gaping pads clasped him in a rough embrace…
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            PART ONE



      Abraham’s Star

         

      


	  



   

      


            ONE



      The Cap’n liked to walk the hull.

      


      It was the only place where he could feel truly alone. Inside Argo there was always the rustle of movement, the rub of humanity kept two years in the narrow though admittedly pleasant confines

         of a starship.

      


      And worse, when he was inside, someone could always interrupt him. The Family was getting better at leaving him alone in the

         early morning, he had to give them that. He had carefully built up a small legend about his foul temper just after he awoke,

         and it was beginning to pay off. Though children might still rush up to him and blurt out a question, lately there had always

         been an adult nearby to tug the offending youth away.

      


      Killeen disliked using implied falsehoods—he was no more irritable in the morning than at any other time—but it was the only

         way he could think to get some privacy. So no one hailed him over ship’s comm when he was out here. And of course, no ship’s

         officer would dare pass through the lock and seek to join him.

      


      And now there was a much better reason not to come out here. Hull-walking just made you a better target beneath the ever-watching

         eyes above.

      


      Out here. Killeen had been thinking so firmly about his 

         problems that he had, as was often the case, completely forgotten to admire the view. Or to locate their enemy escort.

      


      His first impression, as he raised his head to let in all the sweep of light around him, was of a seething, cloud-shrouded

         sky. He knew this was an illusion, that this was no planetary sky at all, and that the burnished hull of the Argo was no horizon.

      


      But the human mind persisted in the patterns learned as a child. The glowing washes of blue and pink, ivory and burnt orange,

         were not clouds in any normal sense. Their phosphorescence came from entire suns they had engulfed. They were not water vapor,

         but motley swarms of jostling atoms. They spilled forth light because they were being intolerably stimulated by the stars

         they blanketed.

      


      And no sky back on Snowglade had ever crackled with the trapped energy that flashed fitfully between these clouds. Killeen

         watched a sprinkle of bluehot light near a large, orange blob. Its wobbly curves fattened like ribbed, bruised sausages. It

         coiled, clotted scintillant ridges working with snakelike torpor, and then burst into luridly tortured fragments.

      


      Could this be the weather of the stars? Snowglade had suffered from a climate that could turn suddenly vicious, and Killeen

         supposed the same could be true on the unimaginably larger scale between suns. Since he didn’t understand the way planets

         made weather, or the complex fabric of tides and currents, air and water, it was no great leap for him to suppose some similar

         shadowed mystery might apply to the raging lives of stars.

      


      Anger forked through this sky. Behind them spun the crimson disk of the Eater, a great gnawing mouth. It ate suns whole and

         belched hot gas. In Argo’s flight from Snowglade, which swam near the Eater, they had beaten out against streaming, infalling dust that fed the monster.

         Its 

         great disk was like burnt sugar at the rim, reddening steadily toward the center. Closer in swirled crisp yellow, and nearer

         still a bluewhite ferocity lived, an enduring fireball.

      


      Looking outward. Killeen could see on the grandest scale the structure his Aspects told him should be there. The entire galaxy

         lurked like a silvery ghost beyond the swarthy dustlanes. It, like the Eater, was a disk—but incomparably greater. Killeen

         had seen ancient pictures of the regions beyond the Center, a lake of stars. But that lake did not ripple and churn. Here

         tides of light swept the sky, as though some god had chosen Center as her final incandescent artwork. Their target star spun

         ahead, a mote among wrack and storm, and all their hopes now bore upon it.

      


      And floating in this seethe, their enemy.


      He squinted, failed to find it. Argo was nearing the verge of a jetblack cloud. The distant mech vehicle probably lay somewhere within the obliterating darkness

         there. Abraham’s Star was struggling free of the massive shroud. Soon Argo could peer through the shredding fringes of the cloud to find her planets.

      


      A notion tugged at Killeen but he shrugged it aside, caught up in the spectacle all around him. The heavens worked with ribbed

         and scaly light, like luminescent beasts drowning in inky seas.

      


      What were the chances, he wondered, that merely showing himself out here would tempt the mech vehicle to skewer him with a

         bolt? No one knew—which, in the paradoxical logic of leadership, was why he had to do it.

      


      Killeen had started this hull-walking ritual a year before, at the urging of one of his principal Aspects, a truly ancient

         encased personality named Ling. Revered and respected, the Aspect had been given to Killeen by the Family with high attendant

         ceremony in Argo’s central hall. Ling was the last remaining true starship Cap’n in the Family chip inventory. 

         The micromind had commanded a forerunner of Argo and had exciting though often unintelligible yams to tell.

      


      Yes, and following my advice is bringing a reward.

      


      Thinking about Ling had brought the Aspect’s firm, Cap’nly voice sounding in Killeen’ s mind. He let a skeptical frown cross

         his face and Ling picked it up.

      


      You make this hull-walk serve the added purpose of displaying your personal calm and unconcern in the face of the enemy.


      Killeen said nothing; his sour doubt would faintly trickle down to Ling, like runoff from a rainstorm. He kept up his pace,

         making sure his boots got a firm magnetic clamp on the hull before he freed the following leg. Even if he kicked himself free

         of the hull, there was a good chance that his low trajectory would carry him into a strut or an antenna down-hull from him.

         That would save the embarrassment which he had often suffered when he had started this ritual. Five times he had been forced

         to haul himself back to the ship using a thrown, magnet-tipped line. He was sure crew had seen it, too, and had gotten a good

         laugh.

      


      Now he made it a point not to have his line even within easy reach on his belt. He kept it in a leg pocket. Anyone watching

         him from the big agro pods downhull would see their Cap’n loping confidently over the broad curves of the Argo, with no visible safety line. A reputation for dashing confidence in his own abilities might come in handy in the difficult

         times to come.

      


      Killeen turned so that he was facing the pale yellow disk of Abraham’s Star. They had known for months that this was the destination

         of their years-long voyage—a star similar to 

         Snowglade’s. Shibo had told him that planets orbited here as well.

      


      Killeen had no idea as yet what kind of planets these might be, or whether they held any shelter for his Family. But Argo’s automatic program had brought them here, following knowledge far older than their forefathers. Perhaps the ship knew well.

      


      In any case, the Family’s long rest was nearing an end. A time of trials was coming. And Killeen had to be sure his people

         were ready.

      


      He found himself loping harder, barely skimming the hull. His thoughts impelled him forward, oblivious to his loud panting

         inside the cramped helmet. The rank musk of his own sweat curled up into his nostrils, but he kept going. The exercise was

         good, yes, but it also kept his mind away from the invisible threat above. More important, the hard pace cleared his mind

         for thinking before he began his official day.

      


      Discipline was his principal concern. With Ling’s help he had drilled and taught, trying to fathom the ancient puzzles of

         the Argo and help his officers become skilled spacers.

      


      This was his ambiguous role: Cap’n of a crew that was also Family, a circumstance which had not arisen in the memory of anyone

         living. He had only the dry advice of his Aspects, or the lesser Faces, to guide him—ancient voices from eras marked by far

         greater discipline and power. Now humanity was a ragged remnant, scurrying for its life among the corners of a vast machine

         civilization that spanned the entire Galactic Center. They were rats in the walls.

      


      Running a starship was a vastly different task from maneuvering across the bare, blasted plains of distant Snowglade. The

         patterns the Families had set down for centuries were nominally based on crewing a ship, but these years under way had shown

         how large the gap was. In a tight 

         engagement, when the crew had to react with instant fortitude and precision, Killeen had no idea how they would perform.

      


      Nor did he know what they would have to do. The dim worlds that circled Abraham’s Star might promise infinite danger or easy

         paradise. They had been set on this course by a machine intelligence of unknown motives, the Mantis. Perhaps the dispersed,

         anthology intelligence of the Mantis had sent them to one of the few humanly habitable planets in the Galactic Center. Or

         perhaps they were bound for a site which fitted the higher purposes of the mech civilization itself.

      


      Killeen bit his lip in fretted concentration as he loped around the Argo’s stern and rounded back toward midships. His breath came sharply and, as always, he longed to be able to wipe his brow.

      


      He had gambled the Family’s destiny on the hope that ahead lay a world better than weary, vanquished Snowglade. Soon now the

         dice would fall and he would know.

      


      He puffed heavily as he angled around the bulbous lifezones—huge bubbles extruded from the sleek lines of the Argo, like the immense, bruised bodies of parasites. Inside, their opalescent walls ran with dewdrops, shimmering moist jewels

         hanging a bare finger’s width away from hard vacuum. Green fronds pressed here and there against the stretched walls—a sight

         which at first had terrified Killeen, until he understood that somehow the rubbery yet glassy stuff could take the pokes and

         presses of living matter without splitting. Despite the riot of plant growth inside, there was no threat of a puncture. Argo had attained a balance between life’s incessant demands and the equally powerful commandments of machines—a truce humanity

         had never managed on Snowglade.

      


      As he slogged around the long, curved walls of the lifezones, 

         here and there a filmy face peered out at him. A crewwoman paused in her harvesting of fruit and waved. Killeen gave her a

         clipped, reserved salute. She hung upside down, since the life bubbles did not share Argo’s spin.

      


      To her his reflecting suit would look like a mirror-man taking impossibly long, slowmotion strides, wearing leggings of hullmetal,

         with a shirt that was a mad swirl of wrinkled clouds and stars. His suit came from Argo’s ancient stores and had astonishing ability to resist both the heat and cold of space. He had seen a midshipman carelessly

         back into a gas torch in one, and feel not a flicker of the blazing heat through its silvery skin.

      


      His Ling Aspect commented:


      A reflecting suit is also good camouflage against our mech companion.

      


      This sort of remark meant that the Aspect was feeling its cabin fever again. Killeen decided to go along with its attempt

         to strike up a conversation; that might help him tickle forth the slippery idea that kept floating nearly into consciousness.

         “The other day you said it wasn’t interested in me anyway.”

      


      I still believe so. It came upon us as though it would attack, yet over a week has passed as it patiently holds its distance

               in a parallel path.

      


      “Looks like it’s armed.”


      True, but it holds its fire. That is why I advised you to hull-walk as usual. The crew would have noticed any reluctance.

      


      

         Killeen grumbled, “Extra risk is dumb.”

      


      Not in this case. I know the moods of crew, particularly in danger. Heed me! A commander must imbue his crew with hope in

               the mortal circumstances of war. So the eternal questions voice themselves again: “Where is our leader? Is he to be seen?

               What does he say to us? Does he share our dangers?” When you brave the hull your crew watches with respect.


      Killeen grimaced at Ling’s stentorian tones. He reminded himself that Ling had led far larger ships than Argo. And crew were peering out the frosted walls of the lifezones to watch their Cap’n.

      


      Still, the magisterial manner of Ling rankled. He had lost several minor Faces when Ling’s chip was added, because there wasn’t

         enough room in the slots aligned along his upper spine. Ling was embedded in an old, outsized pentagonal chip, and had proved

         to be both a literal and figurative pain in the neck.

      


      He gazed once more at the streaming radiance that forked fitfully in the roiling sky. There—he saw it. The distant speck held

         still against a far-passing luminescence. He watched the mote for a long moment and then shook his fist at it in frustration.

      


      Good. Crew like a Captain who expresses what they all feel.


      “It’s what I feel, dammit!”

      


      Of course. That is why such gestures work so well.

      


      “You calc’late everything?”

      


      

         No—but you wished to learn Captaincy. This is the way to do so.

      


      Irritated, Killeen pushed Ling back into his mind’s recesses. Other Aspects and Faces clamored for release, for a freshening

         moment in his mind’s frontal lobes. Though they caught a thin sliver of what Killeen sensed, the starved interior presences

         hungered for more. He had no time for that now. The slippery idea still eluded him and, he realized, had provoked some of

         the irritation he had taken out on Ling.

      


      If crew were already harvesting, then Killeen knew he had been running a bit too long. He deliberately did not use the time

         display in his suit, since the thing was ageold and its symbols were a confusing scramble of too much data, unreadable to

         his untutored mind. Instead he checked his inboard system. The timer stuttered out a useless flood of information and then

         told him he had been running nearly an hour. He did not know very precisely how long an hour was, but as a rule of thumb it

         was enough.

      


      He wrenched the airlock stays free, prepared to enter, looked up for one last glimpse of the vista—and the idea popped forth,

         unbidden.

      


      In a heartbeat he turned the notion over and over, inspecting every nuance of it, and knew it was right.


      He studied the sky, saw the course Argo would follow in the gradually lifting gloom of the cloud-shadow. If they had to, there was enough in the sky to navigate

         by eye.

      


      He cycled through the axial lock, passed quickly through the tight zero-g vapor shower, and was back inside the spun-up corridors

         within a few minutes.

      


      Lieutenant Cermo was waiting for him at the midships gridpoint. He saluted and said nothing about Killeen’s lateness, though

         his irrepressible grin told Killeen that the point had not slipped by. Killeen did not return the smile and said 

         quietly, “Sound quarters.” The way Cermo’s mouth turned down in utter dismayed surprise brought forth a thin smile from Killeen.

         But by that time Cermo had hurriedly turned away and tapped a quick signal into his wrist command, and so missed his Cap’n’s

         amusement entirely.

      


   

      TWO


      He directed the assault from the hull itself—not so much because of Ling’s windbag advice, Killeen told himself, but because

         he truly did get a better feel of things out there.

      


      So he stood, anchored by magnetic boots, as sunrise came.


      Not the coming of sunlight from a rotating horizon, a spreading glory at morning. Instead, this false dawn came as a gradual

         waxing radiance, seen through billowing, thinning grit.

      


      Killeen had noticed that soon Argo would pass across the last bank of clotted dust that hid Abraham’s Star from them. The swelling sunburst would come as the

         ship very nearly eclipsed the mech vehicle that was escorting them inward toward the star.

      


      —Still don’t see why the mech won’t adjust for that,—Cermo sent from the control vault.


      “It will. Question is, how fast?”


      Killeen felt relaxed, almost buoyant. He had committed them, after a week of vexed, fretting worry. If they entered the inner

         system around Abraham’s Star with an armed mech vessel alongside, a mere quick command from elsewhere 

         could obliterate Argo. Best take it out now. If that proved impossible, this was the time to know it.

      


      He searched the quilted sky for a single figure.


      —Approaching on assigned path,—Gianini sent.


      This young woman had been chosen by Jocelyn to close with the mech. Killeen recalled that she came from Family Rook and knew

         her to be an able crewwoman. He followed standard practice in letting his lieutenants choose specific crew for jobs; they

         knew the intricacies of talent and disposition far better than he. Gianini had fought mechs back on Snowglade, was seasoned

         and twice wounded.

      


      And Killeen found her—a distant dot that sparkled amber and yellow as Abraham’s Star began to cut through the shrouding clouds

         that hung over his shoulder, filling a quarter of the sky. The brooding mass had lightened from ebony to muted gray as it

         thinned. Shredded fingers of starshine cut the spaces around Argo. And Gianini sped toward the mech, using the sudden rise of brilliance at her back to mask her approach.

      


      A tactic. A stratagem. A life.


      A necessary risk, because the mech was too far away to hit with their weapons, which were designed for battles fought on land.

         Argo herself carried no weaponry, no defenses.

      


      —I’ll hit it with microwave and IR, then the higher stuff.—Gianini’s voice was steady, almost unconcerned.


      Killeen did not dare reply, and had ordered Cermo not to allow any transmissions from Argo, lest they attract the mech’s attention in the ship’s direction. Gianini’s directed transmissions back could not alert the

         mech vehicle, though.

      


      As they had calculated, Abraham’s Star began to brim with waxy radiance. Rays refracted through Killeen’s helmet, sprinkling

         yellow across his lined face. He found he was clenching and unclenching his hands futilely.

      


      

         Do it now, he thought. Now!


      —Firing.—


      He strained, but could see no change in either the dot that was Gianini or the dark point where the mech moved against the

         blue background glow of a molecular cloud.

      


      —I can’t see any effect.—


      Killeen grimaced. He wanted to give an order, if only to release his own tension. But what would he say? To be careful? A

         stupid, empty nattering. And even sending it might endanger her.

      


      —Closing pretty fast.—


      Gianini was a softening yellow dot approaching a vague darkness. Action in space had an eerie, dead-silent quality that unnerved

         Killeen. Death came sliding ballistically into the fragile shells that encased moist life.

      


      Starshine from behind him swelled and blared and struck hard shadows across Argo’s hull. He felt how empty and barren space was, how it sucked human action into its infinite perspectives. Gianini was a single

         point among a countless plethora of similar meaningless points.

      


      He shook off the thought, aching to do something, to be running and yelling and firing in the midst of a suddenly joined battle that he could feel.

      


      But above him the dots coalesced in utter silence. That was all. No fervor, nothing solid, no sure reality.


      Burnished sunlight raked the hull around him. Time ticked on. He squinted at the sky and tried to read meaning into mere twitches

         of random radiance.

      


      —Well, if that don’t damn all.—


      What? he thought. His heart leaped to hear Gianini’s voice, but her slow, almost lazy words could mean anything.

      


      —This thing’s had its balls cut off. Ruined. All those antennas and launchers we saw in closeup, ’member? Their power source

         is all blowed away. Nothin’ here that works 

         ’cept for some drive chambers and a mainmind. Guess that’s what led it our way.—

      


      Killeen felt a breath he had been holding forever rush out of his chest. He chanced a transmission. “You’re sure it can’t

         shoot?”

      


      —Naysay. Somethin’ pranged it good. A real mess it is here.—


      “Back off, then.”


      —You want I should skrag the mainmind?—


      “Yeasay. Leave a charge on it.”


      —Doin’ that now.—


      “Get clean clear before you blow it.”


      —I’ll put it close, be sure.—


      “No contact, just leave it—”


      Killeen’s ears screamed the horrible sound of circuit ringing—a long high oscillating twang as a load of electrical energy

         bled off into space, acting as an involuntary antenna as raw power surged through it.

      


      “Gianini! Gianini! Answer!”


      Nothing. The ringing wail steepled down into low frequencies, an ebbing, mournful song—and was gone.


      “Cermo! Suit trace!”


      —Getting nothing.—Cermo’s voice was firm and even and had the feel of being held that way no matter what.


      “Damn—the mainmind.”


      —Figure it was on a trigger mine?—


      “Must’ve.”


      —Still nothing.—


      “Damn!”


      —Maybe the burst just knocked out her comm.—


      “Let’s hope. Send the backup.”


      Cermo ordered a crewman out to recon the mech vehicle. But the man found Gianini floating away from the wrecked 

         craft, her systems blown, her body already cold and stiff in the unforgiving vacuum.

      


   

      THREE


      Killeen walked stiffly down the ceramo-corridors of the Argo, his face as unyielding as the walls. The operation against the mech was a success, in the sense that a plausible threat

         to the ship was removed. They had detonated the charge Gianini had left behind on the mech, and it had blown the vehicle into

         a dozen pieces.

      


      But in fact it had been no true danger, and Killeen had lost a crewwoman discovering that fact.


      As he replayed their conversation in his mind he was sure he could have said or done nothing more, but the result was the

         same—a second’s carelessness, some pointless close approach to the mainmind of the vehicle, had fried Gianini. And had lessened

         Family Bishop that much more, by one irreplaceable individual.

      


      Numbering fewer than two hundred, they were perilously close to the minimum range of genotypes which a colony needed. Any

         fewer, and future generations would spiral downward, weighed by genetic deficiencies.

      


      This much Killeen knew, without understanding even a smattering of the underlying science. Argo’s computers held what they called “DNA database operations.” There was a lab for biowork. But Family Bishop had no Aspects

         who knew how to prune genes. Basic bioengineering was of marginal use. He had no time and even less inclination to make more

         of such issues.

      


      

         But Gianini, lost Gianini—he could not so brusquely dismiss her memory by seeing her as simply a valuable carrier of genetic

         information. She had been vibrant, hardworking, able—and now she was nothing. She had been chipstored a year ago, so her abilities

         survived as a spectral legacy. But her ghostly Aspect might not be revived for centuries.

      


      Killeen would not forget her. He could not.


      As he marched stiffly to his daily rounds—delayed by the assault—he forced the somber thoughts away from him. There was time

         for that later.

      


      You are acting wisely. A commander can feel remorse and can question his own orders—but he should never be seen to be doing

               that by his crew.


      Killeen gritted his teeth. A sour bile settled in his mouth and would not go away.


      His Ling Aspect was a good guide in all this, but he still disliked the calm, sure way the ancient Cap’n laid out the precepts

         of leadership. The world was more complex, more darkly crosscurrented, than Ling ever allowed.

      


      You assume too much. I knew all the tides that sweep you, when I was clothed in flesh. But they are often hindrances, not

               helps.

      


      “I’ll keep my ‘hindrances,’ little Aspect!”


      Killeen pushed Ling away. He had a role to fulfill now and the small chorus of microminds that he felt calling to him could

         be of no help. He had followed Ling’s advice and decided to continue with the regular ship’s day, despite the drama of the

         assault. Returning to ordinary routine, as 

         though such events were within the normal course of a ship’s life, would help settle the crew.

      


      So he had told Cermo to carry on as planned. Only now did he realize what that implied.


      Killeen rounded a corner and walked toward the open bay where the crew of the morning’s watch waited. Halfway there Cermo

         greeted him with, “Punishment hour, sir?”

      


      Killeen stopped himself from clenching his jaws and nodded, recalling the offense from yesterday.


      Cermo had caught a crewwoman in the engine module. Without conferring with his Cap’n, Cermo had hauled her—a stringy, black-haired

         woman named Radanan—unceremoniously out into the lifezone, barking out his relish at the catch. The deed was publicly exposed

         before Killeen had a chance to find other means to deal with it. He had been forced to support his officer in the name of

         discipline; his Ling Aspect had drilled that principle into him.

      


      “Yeasay. Proceed.”


      “Could give her more, y’know.”


      “I said proceed.”


      He had firmly resolved to speak as little as possible to his officers during ordinary ship operations. He was like a drinker

         who could not trust himself to stick to moderate amounts. In Family meetings he gave himself a little leeway, though. There,

         eloquence and even outright oration served his ends. He knew he was not very good at talk, and the briefer he was the more

         effect it had. As Argo had approached this star system he had gotten more and more terse. There were days when most of the crew heard him say only

         a short “ah-mmm” as he pointedly cleared his throat at some demonstrated inadequacy.

      


      As they made their way to the central axis Killeen set his face like stone. He was ashamed of his aversion to watching punishment.

         He knew that to punish a crewmember was a 

         sign of his own failure. He should have caught the slide in behavior before it got this far. But once the event had occurred

         there was no turning back.

      


      In this case, Radanan had been trying to sneak into the thrumming dangers of the engine zone as they decelerated. This alone

         would have been a mild though flagrantly stupid transgression. But when Cermo caught her she had bristled, bitterly angry,

         and had called on some friends nearby, trying to provoke a minor mutiny.

      


      A wise Captain hands out rougher justice than this.


      His Ling Aspect offered this without being summoned. “She just screamed and swore some, is all,” Killeen subvocalized. “And

         was stupid enough to take a poke at Cermo.”

      


      Mutiny is a capital offense.


      “Not on the Argo.”

      


      She’ll incite others, harbor resentment—


      “She was looking for food, just a minor—”


      You’ll lose control if—


      Killeen damped the Aspect’s self-righteous bark into silence.


      Evidently Radanan had been looking for a way to scavenge something extra, though Killeen could not imagine what she thought

         she might find. Usually, crew were caught pilfering food, an outcome of the strict rationing Killeen had imposed for a year

         now.

      


      The watch crew stood a little straighter as Killeen came 

         into the area. Radanan was at the center of a large circle, since this was both a shipboard matter and a Family reproach.

         She looked down dejectedly. Her eyes seemed to have accepted already the implications of the cuffs around her wrists that

         held her firmly to a mooring line.

      


      Cermo barked out the judgment. Two crewmen stood ready to hold Radanan at the elbows in case she should jerk away from the

         punishment. She bleakly watched as Cermo brought out the short, gleaming rod.

      


      Killeen made himself not grit his teeth. He had to enforce his own rules or else nothing he said would be believed. And he

         did blame himself. The woman was not overly bright. She had originally been a member of Family Rook.

      


      By tribal consent, all those who had chosen to set off in the Argo had realigned, so that they constituted a new Family composed of the Bishops, Rooks, and Kings. They had elected to term

         it Family Bishop still, and Killeen had never been sure whether this was a tribute to him, a Bishop, or a simple convenience.

      


      At any rate, as he watched the hard rod come down upon Radanan’s buttocks, he thought it seemed unlikely that a woman small-minded

         enough to venture into dangerous territory in search of an oddment would benefit from so crude a tactic as flogging. But tradition

         was tradition. They had precious little else to guide them in this vast darkness.

      


      A dozen cuts of the rod as Family punishment, each one counted out by a midshipman. And as ship’s punishment, twelve more.

         Radanan held herself rigid for the first six and then began to jerk, gasps bursting out from behind clenched teeth. Killeen

         thought he would have to turn away but he made himself think of something, anything, while Cermo ran the count to twenty.

      


      Then she collapsed to the deck.


      “Belay that!” Killeen said sharply, and the awful business 

         was over. She had stumbled so that she hung by her wrists. That took matters beyond anything he would tolerate and gave him

         grounds to call it off four strokes short.

      


      He struggled for something to say. “Ah-mmm. Very well, Lieutenant Cermo. On to the day’s orders, then.”


      Killeen turned and left quickly, hoping that no one noticed that he was sweating.


   

      FOUR


      He made his way in a sour temper through the slick corridors connecting the life vault with the central axis spiral. His anger

         with himself could find no clear expression. He knew he should have become hardened to the necessity of imposing punishment.

         Barring that, he should have been clever enough to find a way around the situation that Cermo’s quick action had forced on

         him.

      


      A whiff of sewage wrinkled his nose. He hastened past. All of third deck was sealed off. Even so, some sludge had leaked into

         ventilation shafts here, and crew somehow never got it all cleaned out. The problem had started a year ago with clogged toilets.

         Attempts at repair damaged the valves and servos. The waste had spread through the third deck until work details gagged, fainted,

         and refused to go in. Killeen had been forced to seal the deck, losing bunking quarters and shops.

      


      He irritably demanded of his Ling Aspect, “You’re sure you can’t remember any more about pipes and such?”

      


      Ling’s reply was stony:


      

         No. I have informed you often enough that I was brought up through the combat ranks, not the engineers. If you had not let

               ignorant crew tinker with the problem—


      “I got no engineers know ’bout that, in chip or living. You savvy so much, why can’t—”


      If you’ll read the ship’s flow diagram—


      “Can’t! They’re too ’plexified. It’s like tellin’ what a woman thinks by studyin’ every hair on her head.”


      Even a ship like this, though far advanced beyond some I commanded, requires intelligence to run. If you’ll institute the

               study sessions I recommended long ago—


      Make Family sit and decipher for weeks?” Killeen laughed dryly. “You saw how far I got with that.”


      Your people are unlike anyone I ever commanded, I’ll grant that. You are from a society that scavenged and stole for a living—


      “Won battles ’gainst the mechs, you mean. The food and ’quipment we got was war booty.”


      Call it what you will. Such training is a far cry from the discipline and skill needed to fix even a broken sewer connection.

               Still, with time and proper training—


      

         Killeen piped the Ling Aspect back down again; he had heard all this before. Ling knew of the Chandelier Age, when humans

         had great cities in space. Cap’ns had made year-long voyages between Chandeliers, braving the increasing mech raids. Ling

         himself had functioned then as a full interactive Personality. The Family could no longer maintain Personalities, so Ling

         was available only as the lesser, truncated projection—an Aspect.

      


      Ling invariably recommended the strict discipline necessary in the Chandelier Age. Superimposed on that, though, was an older

         theme. The original, living Ling had come from the fabled Great Times, or possibly even beyond. The Aspect’s memory flattened

         time distinctions, so it was hard to tell which facet of Ling was speaking. The sensation of having at the back of his head

         a voice from an unimaginably grand past, when humans had lived free of mech dominance, made Killeen uneasy. He felt absurd,

         maintaining the persona of a confident Cap’n when he sensed the supremely greater power of lost ages.

      


      As he climbed up the axis, saluting crew as he passed, he was uncomfortably aware of the scuffs and dings the walls had suffered.

         Here a yellow stain covered a hatchway. There someone had tried to cut away a chunk of hardboard and had given up halfway

         through, leaving a ragged sawtooth slash. Random chunks of old servos and electronics packages had been chucked aside and

         left, once they proved useless for whatever impulse had made crew yank them out of some locker.

      


      Argo’s systems could handle nearly any threat, but not the insidious barrage of ignorance that Family Bishop served up. Their lifelong

         habits told them to strip away and carve up, haul off and make do, confident that mech civilizations would unthinkingly replenish

         everything. Scarcely the talents appropriate to a starship crew. It had taken 

         Killeen quite a while, and some severe public whippings, to get them to stop trying to harvest random gaudy bits from the

         ship’s operating parts.

      


      He would have to order a general cleanup again. Once clutter accumulated, crew slid back into their old habits. The last week,

         distracted by the mech escort, he had let matters slide by.

      


      Breakfast was waiting in his cramped quarters. He slurped a hot broth of savory vegetables and gnawed at a tough grain cube.

         The day’s schedule shimmered on the tabletop, a 3D graphic display of tasks to be done about the ship.

      


      He did not know how this was done, nor did he care to learn. These last years had so saturated him with the Byzantine lore

         of the Argo that he was content to master what he had to, and leave much else to the crew. Shibo had ferreted out this particular nicety;

         she had an unerring instinct for the ship’s control systems. He wished she were here to share breakfast, but she was on watch

         already at the helm.

      


      A knock at the door proved to be Cermo. Killeen had to smile at the man’s promptness; on Snowglade he had been called Cermo-the-Slow.

         Something in Argo’s constrictions had brought out a precision in the man that contrasted wildly with his muscular bulk. Cermo now wore an alert

         expression on a face which Killeen had for so long seen as smooth and merry. Short rations had thrust the planes of his cheeks

         up through round hills of muscle.

      


      “Permission to review the day, Cap’n?” Cermo asked snappily.


      “Certainly.” Killeen gestured to a seat across the table.


      Killeen wondered idly if one of Cermo’s Aspects had been a starship crewman. That might explain how naturally the man adjusted

         to ship life. Cermo’s round, smooth face split with a fleeting grin of anticipation whenever Killeen 

         gave an order, as though it summoned up pleasant memories. Killeen envied that. He had never gotten along well with his Aspects.

      


      Cermo launched into a summary of the minor troubles that each day brought. They were all hard-pressed, running a huge star-sailing

         machine bequeathed to them by their ancient forefathers and foremothers. Though each crewman carried Aspects of former Family

         members—which could help with some of the arcane ship’s lore—vexing problems cropped up daily.

      


      As Killeen talked with Cermo his left hand automatically tapped his cube of baked grain on the shiny ceramic table. Two years

         before, a crop-tending crewmember had been browsing among the agricultural storehouse. She had mistakenly read a label wrong

         and not bothered to consult with one of her Aspects to get it right. Blithely she had accidentally released a self-warming

         vial of frozen soil-tenders. They were ugly, slimy things, and the woman had been so badly startled that she dropped the vial.

         Some had inched their way to freedom before the crewwoman raised the alarm. In the rich loam of the gardens, carrying with

         them not only their own genes but also an anthology of lesser mites, the worms wreaked havoc.

      


      Killeen’s rapping brought two small, squirming weevils wriggling from the tan grain cube. He swept away the tiny things and

         bit into the hard, tasty knot. It was hopeless to try to wipe them out now that they had spread. As well, he still objected

         to harming living things. Machines were their true enemy. If lesser life got out of its rightful place, thanks to human fumbling,

         that was no excuse to strike against the fabric of living beings. To Killeen this was not a moral principle but an obvious

         fact of his universe, of unspoken Family lore.

      


      Cermo sat uncomfortably in a small chair, cheerfully 

         jawing on about the woman’s punishment and all the supposed benefits of discipline that would unfold from it.

      


      He should be the one carrying Ling, not me, Killeen thought. Or maybe it was easier to take a hard line when final responsibility wasn’t yours.

      


      He had seen that years before, when Fanny was Cap’n. Her lieutenants had often favored tough measures, but Fanny usually took

         a more moderate, cautious course. She had kept in mind the consequences of decisions, when an error could doom them all.

      


      It occurred to Killeen that his own hesitant way in those days might have been what made Fanny advance him up the Family’s

         little pyramid of power. Maybe she had mistaken that for a wary sense of proportion. The idea amused him, but he dismissed

         it; Fanny’s judgment had been far better than his, better than that of anyone he had ever known except for his father, Abraham.

         Killeen had enjoyed some success, due mostly to outright luck, but he knew he could never equal her abilities.

      


      “The Rooks ’n Kings always grumble ’bout a whipping if it’s one their folk,” Cermo said. “But they get the point.”

      


      “Still bitching over how I chose my lieutenants?”


      He had made Cermo and Jocelyn, both Bishops, his immediate underofficers. Lieutenant Shibo was both Chief Executive Officer

         and Pilot. She was the last survivor of Family Knight. Though she had lived with the Rooks, everyone considered her a Bishop

         because she was Killeen’s lover.

      


      Of such Byzantine issues was policy made. In the difficult days following liftoff from Snowglade, Killeen had tried using

         Rooks and Knights as Lieutenants. They simply didn’t measure up. He had wondered if their time living in a settled village

         had softened them. Still, he saw that his decisions 

         had not been politically wise. Abraham would have finessed the matter in some inconspicuous way.

      


      “Yeasay,” Cermo said, “but no worse than usual.”


      “Keep your ear on the deck. Let me know the scuttlebutt.”


      “Sure. There’s some who talk more’n they work.”


      “That’s private Family business.”


      “Could use a touch of the crop, I’d say.”


      Experience told him that it was best to let Cermo go on for a while, exhaust the subject of crew discipline. Still, he wished

         he were breakfasting with Shibo, whose warm, sure silences he found such a comfort. They understood each other without the

         endless rattle of talk.

      


      “—train ’em, get ’em savvy out the techtalk in ship’s computers.”


      “You think the younger ones’ll do better at it?” Killeen asked.


      “Yeasay. Shibo, she says—”


      Cermo was always coming up with another scheme to get more of the Family trained. The simple fact was that they were hardened

         people and didn’t learn technical matters easily. Families traded knowhow, but their ageold tradition was as craftsmen and

         craftswomen, not as scientists.

      


      He nodded at Cermo’s enthusiasm, half-listening, his attention focused all the while on the incessant ship noises. The muffled

         thud of heels, a gurgle of fluids in pipes, a subtle creaking of decks and joints. But now there was a lower note, coming

         from the rub of interstellar dust against the giant balloonlike lifezones.

      


      The strumming sound had gathered over the last weeks, a deep voice that spoke in subliminal bass notes of the coming of the

         beckoning yellow star. Decelerating, Argo swooped among thickening dustclouds that shrouded this 

         side of the coming sun. Mottled dustlanes, cinder-dark, cloaked their view of the inner planets.

      


      The low, resonant bass note kept its unnerving, constant pitch. Sometimes in his sleep he imagined that a slow, solemn voice

         was speaking to him, the words drawn into a dull moan that forewarned doom. Other nights it was a giant’s drunken boom hurling

         slurred words at him, the tones shaking his body.

      


      He had immediately shrugged off these rough visions; a Cap’n could not afford to harbor such gloomy and irrational thoughts.

         Still, the hum now came creeping into his hands as they rested on the table. As a boy he had not known the stars were other

         suns. The spilling fluid flow of gas and smoldering dust about Galactic Center had seemed inconsequential, forever silent

         and distant.

      


      Now the thick churn sang against Argo, a quickening wind driven by the galactic wheel. The Argo had somehow tapped this gale, he knew, harnessed its unseen dynamics. The massive, dusty currents smothered suns and silted

         planets with grime, so his Arthur Aspect said. The moaning that ranged and stuttered through Argo seemed to wail of dead worlds, of silted time, and of the choked-off visions of lost races he would never know.

      


      The tabletop between them flickered abruptly. Shibo’s chiseled features appeared, flattened and distorted by the angle. “Pardon,”

         she said when she saw Lieutenant Cermo. “We have clear view now, Cap’n.”

      


      “You see more inner worlds?”


      “Aye, a new one. Dust hid it before.”


      “Good detail?”


      “Aye, sir,” Shibo said, her glinting eyes betraying a quick, darting enthusiasm. If it had been just the two of them, she

         probably would have thrown in a dry joke.

      


      Killeen made himself take his time finishing the bowl of 

         green goulash and then savored the last dregs of his tea. He spoke slowly, almost casually. “Take a sure sighting, using all

         the detectors?”

      


      “Course,” Shibo said, a small upturning of the corners of her lips showing that she understood that this show was for Cermo’s

         benefit.

      


      “Then I’ll be along in a bit,” Killeen said with unexcited deliberation. He had seen his father use this ruse long ago in

         the Citadel.

      


      Cermo shifted impatiently in his chair. They all wanted to know to what world two years of voyaging had brought them. Many

         still felt that the Mantis had sent them toward a lush, green world. Killeen was by no means convinced. He trusted no mech.

         He still remembered with relish their obliteration of the Mantis in Argo’s exhaust wash at liftoff.

      


      He took his time with the tea, using it to consider the possible reactions of the Family if their expectations were not met.

         The prospect was sobering.

      


      He debated having another cup of tea. No, that would be too much torture for Cermo—though the man had certainly seemed to

         like handing it out to the Radanan woman earlier.

      


      Forgoing the tea, he nonetheless put on his full tunic and walked rather more slowly than usual around the ship’s axis and

         up one level.

      


      His officers had already assembled in the control vault when Killeen arrived. They were staring at the big display screen,

         pointing and whispering. Killeen realized that a proper Cap’n would not allow such milling in the confines of the control

         vault, despite the fact that this was a completely natural reaction to years of long voyaging.

      


      He said sharply, “What? Nobody’s got jobs? Lieutenant Jocelyn, how’s the patching going in the dry zone? Faldez, those pipes

         still clogged in the agro funnel?”

      


      His stern voice dispersed them. They left, casting quick 

         glances back at the display screen. He wanted them to see that he had not deigned even to look at the image there, but had

         tended to ship’s business first.

      


      They could not know that he kept his neck deliberately turned so that temptation would not slide his eyes sideways to catch

         a glimpse. He exchanged a few words with several departing officers to be sure his point was made. Then he turned, pursing

         his lips to guard against any expression of surprise that might cross his face, and stared directly into their destiny.

      


   

      FIVE


      Two years before, Cap’n Killeen had flinched when he saw the ruined brown face of his home planet, Snowglade, as Argo lifted away.

      


      Now, with heady relief, he saw that the shimmering image before him did not resemble that worn husk. Near its poles small

         dabs of bluewhite nestled amid gray icecaps that spread crinkled fingers toward the waist of the world. But these features

         came to him only after a striking fact:

      


      “Wrong colors,” he said, startled.


      Shibo shook her head. “Not all. Ice is dark, yeasay. But middle is green, wooded—see the big lakes?”


      “Pale areas in between look dead.”


      “Not much vegetation,” Shibo conceded.


      “What could cause…?” Killeen frowned, realizing that he would need to know some planetary evolution, in addition to everything

         else.

      


      

         Shibo said, “Could be these clouds did that? Dust killed plants, dirtied up the ice, turned it gray.”

      


      Killeen sensed that it would not be wise to admit complete ignorance in front of Cermo, who had remained.


      “Might be. Plenty dust still around. That’s why we’re coming in at a steep angle.” Killeen studied the planet’s crescent for

         signs of human life. The nightside was utterly dark, though even if he had seen lights they might easily have been cities

         built by mechs.

      


      Cermo said hesitantly, “Sir, I don’t understand….”


      Normally it was a bad idea to explain the basis of your decisions to underofficers, his Ling Aspect had said. But it was also

         a good idea to train them; the days ahead would be dangerous, and if Killeen fell, his replacement would need to know many

         things.

      


      “These little black blotches—see them?” Killeen pointed as the scale of the viewing screen enlarged, bringing in the hot disk

         of the parent star. Beyond it, the broad, banded grins of two silvery gas giant planets hung against a speckled tapestry of

         molecular clouds. Tiny smudges freckled the image, motes that ebbed and flared from day to day.

      


      “This star, it’s ripped apart a passing cloud. There’s lots of these blobs in the plane of the planets.”


      Killeen paused. The three-dimensional geometry had been easy for him to see in Aspect-provided simulations, but now it was

         hard to make out in a flat grid projection like this.

      


      So I directed us in at a steep angle,” he said, “cutting down into that plane. That’ll avoid running into small clouds that

         we might not detect. Argo won’t hold up if we get blind-sided by one of those.”

      


      He watched fondly as Shibo’s exoskeleton whirred as her hands passed over the control boards. Its polycarbon lattice made

         swift, sure movements. For Killeen one of the many 

         delights of Argo’s slow spin was that she seldom needed her mechanical aid except for quick precision. In Snowglade’s heavy gravity she had

         used it continually just to keep up. A genetic defect had given her only normal human strength, which was much less than the

         Families’ level.

      


      Still, the simple sight of her made him smile. Momentarily the day’s weight lifted.


      She brought up wildly different views of the planetary system, images colored in splashes of violent reds, tawny golds, cool

         blues. Killeen knew these arose from different spectra, but could not say how. They showed grainy specks orbiting between

         the planets—small knotty condensations that hailed incessantly in toward all the stars at Galactic Center. These had been

         caught by Abraham’s Star and now pelted its planets unmercifully.

      


      “Bet it makes for a dusty sky down there,” Shibo said reflectively. She thumbed up a speckled orange display which highlighted

         five cometary tails. They lay above and below the plane of the planetary orbits, gaudy streamers that pointed inward like

         accusing fingers.

      


      Killeen caught her meaning. “I don’t believe, though,” he made himself go on with casual assurance, “that the dust could snuff

         out life. This planet’s suffered infalling grime before. You can see the forests have survived. It can still shelter us.”

      


      Shibo gave him a wry sidelong glance. She sometimes fed him hints like this, enabling him to seem to have thought problems

         through before they came up. It was a great help in slowly building a crew, Killeen thought, if the Cap’n happened to love

         the Chief Executive Officer. He resisted the temptation to smile, sure that Cermo would guess his thoughts.

      


      “Any moons?” he asked stonily.


      

         “None I can see so far,” Shibo said. “There’s something else, though….”

      


      Her slender arms stretched over the controls, calling forth functions Killeen could scarcely follow. Far out he saw a nugget

         of bronzed hardness.

      


      “A station.” She answered his unspoken question.


      Cermo gasped. “A…a Chandelier?”


      “I can’t make it out well enough. Could be.”


      Killeen asked, “Can’t we see better? If we wait till we’re closer, could be dangerous.”


      She thought, punched in an inquiry. “No, not this way. There’s another lensing system, though. Needs be hand-deployed on the

         aft hull.”

      


      “Do it,” Killeen ordered. Of Cermo he asked, “Who’s got suit duty?”


      “Besen,” Cermo said. “But she’s young. I’d—”


      “Use the assigned crew. Besen’s quick and smart.”


      “Well, still, Cap’n—”


      “They’ll never learn if they don’t face problems.” Killeen could remember his father saying exactly the same, refusing to

         shield Killeen from tough jobs when he was a boy.

      


      He studied the small bronze speck for a long moment, then asked Shibo to give the natural light view. In true human spectrum

         the thing glittered with jewellike warmth, but under maximum magnification he could make out no structure.

      


      Quite possibly this was a human outpost. Perhaps—Killeen felt a racing excitement—it was indeed an ancient Chandelier, those

         legendary edifices of crystalline perfection.

      


      He had once seen one through a ’scope on Snowglade, so far away that he could make out no detail. He had caught only the strange

         glimmering presence of it, the suspicion of beauty lying just beyond perception. The possibility of finding 

         something manmade, hanging in this roiling vault of troubled sky, was enough to summon up his profound respect and awe for

         the ancient masters who had made Argo and the even older Chandeliers. That he might see one closely—the thought made him lean toward the screen, as if to force

         answers from it.

      


      Besen arrived, a young woman of hard eyes and soft, sensuous mouth. She had a strict crewlike bearing and came to attention

         immediately after entering the control vault. “Sir, I—”

      


      Killeen’s son, Toby, dashed in through the hatchway before she could finish. He was gangly, a full head taller than Besen,

         and panted heavily. “I—I heard there’s some hullwork needs done.”

      


      Killeen blinked. His son was flushed with excitement, eyes dancing. But no Cap’n could allow such intrusions.


      “Midshipman! You were not ordered here. I—”


      “I heard Besen’s call. Just lemme—”


      “You will stand at attention and shut up!”

      


      “Dad, I just want—”


      “Stand fast and belay your tongue-wagging. You are crew here, not my son—got that?”

      


      “Uh…yeah…I…”


      “Stand on your toes,” Killeen said firmly. He clasped his hands behind him and jutted his chin out at the undisciplined young

         man his own boy had become.

      


      “Wh-what?”


      “Deaf, are you? You will stand on your toes until I am finished giving orders for Midshipwoman Besen. Then we will discuss

         the proper punishment for you.”

      


      Toby blinked, opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it. He swallowed and rose on his toes, hands at his side.


      “Now,” Killeen said slowly to Besen, who had all this 

         time remained standing at attention, eyes ahead—though at the word tongue-wagging a quick grin had flashed across her face. “I believe Officer Shibo has instructions for your task. Perform it with all good

         speed.”

      


   

      SIX


      Besen proved equal to the demands of finding and extruding from the ancient ship’s hull the needed opticals. They followed

         her progress on the main monitor. Killeen gave Toby a dressing-down in front of Cermo and Shibo, knowing that through Cermo

         the story would get through the ship faster than if he had played it over full comm. All the while Toby had to remain on his

         toes, even after the ache began to twist his face with grimaces and sweat beaded on his brow. In this contest between father

         and son there could be only one winner—Family legacy and the demands of the ship itself required that—but Toby held out as

         long as he could. Finally, in the middle of a deliberately protracted lecture by Killeen on the necessity of following orders

         exactly, Toby toppled over, crashing to the deck.

      


      “Very good. Lesson finished,” Killeen said, and turned back to the main display screen.


      Besen had adroitly arranged the fibery, translucent opticals, which were too delicate to be permanently exposed. She tilted

         their platform so they could find the tiny glimmering planet that lay swaddled in the dusty arms of the star’s ecliptic plane.

      


      Shibo brought up an image from it quickly. Killeen watched the watery light resolve, while Toby got up and 

         Lieutenant Cermo ordered him back to station. It had been a hard thing to do but Killeen was sure he was right, and his Ling

         Aspect agreed. The inherent contradictions involved in running a crew that was also a Family demanded that difficult moments

         not be avoided.

      


      “What…what’s that?” Cermo asked, forgetting that it was a good rule never to question a Cap’n. Killeen let it pass, because

         he could well have asked the same question.

      


      Against a mottled background hung a curious pearly thing, a disk penetrated at its center by a thick rod. Strange extrusions

         pointed from the rod at odd angles. Instinctively Killeen knew it was no Chandelier. It had none of the legendary majesty

         and lustrous webbed beauty.

      


      “Mechwork, could be,” he said.


      Shibo nodded. “It circles above the same spot on the planet.”


      “Is there some way we can approach the planet, keeping this thing always on the other side?” Killeen asked.


      He still had only a dim comprehension of orbital mechanics. His Arthur Aspect had shown him many moving displays of ships

         and stars, but little of it had stuck. Such matters were far divorced from the experience of a man who had lived by running

         and maneuvering on scarred plains.

      


      Once, when Killeen had asked if a ship could orbit permanently over a planet’s pole, Ling had laughed at him—an odd sensation,

         for the tinny voice seemed to bring forth echoes of other Aspects Killeen had not summoned up. It had taken him a while to

         see that such an orbit was impossible. Gravity would tug down the unmoving ship.

      


      “I can try for that in the close approach. But even now this thing could have seen us.”


      “We will avoid it then, Officer Shibo. Give me a canted orbit, so this satellite can’t see us well.”


      Shibo nodded, but by her quick, glinting eyes he knew 

         she understood his true thoughts. Soon he had to decide whether they would pause in this system at all. The Mantis, that frosty

         machine intelligence of Snowglade, had set them on this course. But if the planet ahead proved to be mechrun, Killeen would

         take them out of the system as swiftly as he could. But where was the crucial choice to be made? No experience or Family lore

         told him how to decide, or even when.

      


      He left the control vault and walked through the Argo’s tight-wound spiral corridors. Inspections awaited, and he took his time with them. He kept his pace measured, not letting

         his interior fever of speculation and doubt reveal itself, so that passing crew would see their Cap’n moving with an unconcerned

         air.

      


      There was a gathering, humming expectancy in the air as they plunged toward their target star. Soon they would learn whether

         they came to a paradise or to another mech-run world. The planet’s strange, discolored face had given him no answers, and

         he would have to deflect questions from Family members who so desperately wanted assurances.

      


      Walking through a side corridor, he heard a faint scrabbling noise from an air duct. Instantly he sprang up, un-slipped the

         grille, and peered inside. Nothing.

      


      The sound, like small feet scrambling away, faded. A micromech, certainly.


      Try as they might, the crew had never destroyed all the small mechs left in the Argo by the Mantis. The remaining machines were almost certainly unimportant, delegated to do small repairs and cleaning. Still,

         their presence bothered Killeen. He knew how much intelligence could be carried in a fingernail’s width; after all, the chips

         lodged along his spine held whole personalities. What were even such small mechs capable of doing?

      


      He had no way of knowing. There had been disturbing incidents 

         during the voyage, when problems mysteriously cleared up. Killeen had never known whether the ship had repaired itself with

         deep, hidden subsystems, or whether the micromechs were at work, following their own purposes.

      


      No Cap’n liked to have his ship at the control of anyone but himself, and Killeen could never rest comfortably until all the

         micromechs were gone. But short of some drastic remedy, he saw no way to rid himself of these nuisances.

      


      Vexed, he took a moment for himself and stopped at a small side pocket just off the spiral corridor. Here was the only room

         in Argo devoted solely to honoring their link to antiquity. It was large enough for ceremonies such as marriages or deaths, which

         Killeen had duly performed in the last two years, and dominated by two iron-dark slabs on two walls.

      


      These were the Legacies, Argo’s computer memories said. They were inscribed with spidery impressions that glinted in all colors if a light shone upon them.

         A digital language, clearly, though couched in terms even the Argo programs could not unravel. The ship had severe instructions to preserve these tablets, embedded in the ceramo-walls, against

         all depredations. Clearly here was some incomprehensible clue to the origin of humans at the Center, and perhaps much else—but

         Killeen had no idea how to pursue this avenue.

      


      He came here, instead, to sit on a simple bench and think. The looming, somber presence of the twin-slab Legacies gave him

         a curiously calming sensation of a firm link to a human past unknown and yet magnificent. In ancient days humans had built

         ships like this, plied the thin currents between suns, and lived well, free of the grinding presence of vastly superior beings.

      


      Killeen envied the people of that time. He paused now to run his palms over the smooth surface of the Legacies, as if 

         some fragment of ageold vision and wisdom could seep into him.

      


      Now that the problems of Cap’ncy beset him, he thought often of Abraham and all those from times before. They had led the

         grudging retreat before the mechs. They had given everything.

      


      To Killeen and the Bishops fate had granted a shred of hope. A fresh world, new visions. He could liberate his people or he

         could lose their last gamble.

      


      And this opportunity had come just one bare generation late. Abraham would have known what to do now. Abraham had been a natural

         leader. His sunbrowned, easy air had commanded without visible effort. Killeen missed his father far more than he had in the

         days after Abraham’s disappearance at the Calamity when Citadel Bishop fell. Time and again he had wondered what his father

         would have done….

      


      He sighed and got to his feet. His hand brushed the Legacies once more. Then he turned and left, the mottled brown face of

         the nearby planet framed in his right eye, so that he could study new pictures as they arrived.

      


      He was mulling over this vision so deeply that he didn’t hear the running feet in the spiral corridor. A body slammed into

         his shoulder and spun him around.

      


      He fetched up against the wall, the wind knocked out of him. His son peered into his face. “You all right, Dad?”


      “I…didn’t hear…you coming.”


      Besen and three others came running up, their hot pursuit of Toby brought to a halt as they saw the Cap’n.


      “We were just, y’know, playin’ a li’l kickball,” Toby said sheepishly, holding up a small red sphere.


      “It’s lots fun, on the axis,” another boy said.


      “Yeasay, funner with low grav,” Besen put in. Her eyes were zesty and bright.


      Killeen nodded. “Glad you’re keeping your legs in 

         shape,” he said. A meaningful glance at the others prompted them to leave him alone with Toby.

      


      “You steamed ’bout what happened in the control vault?”


      Toby chewed at his lip, conflict warring in his face. “Don’t see why you had to roust me.”


      “I won’t give you the discipline lecture, but—”


      “Glad ’bout that. Been hearin’ nothin’ but that from you.”

      


      “You haven’t given me much choice.”


      “And you aren’t givin’ me much chance.”

      


      “How you figure?”


      Toby shrugged irritably. “Ridin’ me alla time.”


      “Only when you force me.”


      “Look, I’m just tryin’, that’s all.”


      “Trying too hard, maybe.”


      “I’m tired out from just sittin’. Wanna do somethin’.”

      


      “Only when you’re ordered.”


      “That’s it? No—”


      “And you’ll belay your gab when I give you an order, too.”


      Toby’s lip curled. “That’s your old Ling Aspect talkin’, right? What’s ‘belay’ mean?”


      “Means stop. And my Aspects are—”

      


      “Ever since you got it, seems like it’s givin’ the orders.”

      


      “I take advice, certainly—”


      “Seems like some old fart’s runnin’ Argo, not my dad.”

      


      “I keep my Aspects under control.” Killeen heard his voice, stiff and formal, and made himself say more warmly, “You know

         what it’s like sometimes, though. You’ve had two Faces now for—what?—a year?”

      


      Toby nodded. “I got ’em runnin’ okay.”


      “I’m sure you do. They ride easy?”


      “Pretty near. They give me tech stuff, mostly.”


      “But you can see, then, how you look at some things differently.”


      

         “Get tired, just sittin’ ’round tryin’ to fix stuff.”

      


      “When the right time comes—”


      Toby’s mouth warped with exasperation. “Me an’ the guys, Besen, all of us—we wanna be in on what happens.”


      “You will be. Just hold back some, yeasay?”


      Toby sighed and the tightness drained slowly from his face. “Dad, it’s like there’s…there’s no time anymore when we’re just…”


      “Just us?”


      Toby nodded, swallowing hard.


      “You better ’member, I’m Cap’n now a lot more often than I’m your father.”


      Toby’s jaw stiffened. “Seems you come down special hard on me lately.”


      Killeen paused, tried to see if this was so. “Might be.”


      “I’m just tryin’, is all.”


      “So’m I,” Killeen said quietly.


      “I don’t want to miss out on anythin’ when we hit ground.”


      “You won’t. We’ll need everybody.”


      “So don’t leave me out, just ’cause I’m…you know.”


      “My son? Well, you won’t stop being that, but sometimes maybe you’ll wish you weren’t.”


      “Never.”


      “Don’t think you’ll get special jobs, now.”


      “I won’t.”


      “Son? None this changes what we are, y’know.”


      “I guess.” Toby’s face seemed strained and flattened in the enameled light. “Only…it’s not like the old times.”


      “When we were runnin’ for our lives? I’d say this is sure as hell better.”


      “Yeah, but…well…”


      “Hard times only look all right when you’re lookin’ back from good times.”


      

         Toby’s face relaxed a fraction.“I guess.”

      


      “Between us, time makes no difference.”


      “I guess.”


   

      SEVEN


      Toby went back to his kickball in the spiral axis. Killeen warned them to be careful and not get in the way of crew-work,

         but never considered ordering them to stop. As near as he could tell, humanity had come into being on the move, designed to

         chase small game that bounded around very much like a ball, and he wasn’t about to get in the way of so basic an impulse.

         It kept the crew in condition and smoothed out antagonisms, too.

      


      But not all. As he passed a maintenance pocket he came upon a dozen Family huddled around a small fire of corn-husks and dried

         cobs. Killeen disliked the sooty stains this practice left on the ship’s walls, but he understood the reassurance of a communal

         fire. In dimmed light the crackling yellow tongues forked up like wild spirits, casting fluttering shadows among faces intent

         with their discussion.

      


      He expected a lot of earnest talk now; the ship echoed with chatter and hot-eyed gossip. To his surprise, this knot of idlers

         included First Mate Jocelyn.

      


      “Cap’n!” she hailed. She was a stringy, middle-aged woman with quick, canny eyes. She wore the coverall appropriate for shipwork,

         free of snags and covered with zippered pockets. The sewing and metal-shaping skills of the Family had come to the fore during

         the two years of voyaging 

         from Snowglade, giving every Family member a sturdy wardrobe fashioned from organiweave and from the fiber of plants from

         the lifezone bubbles.

      


      Killeen made a clipped half-salute, a gesture he had perfected. It carried greeting and acknowledgment, but also reminded

         that he was in his official Cap’n capacity, not functioning as simply another member of the Family. He was about to move on

         when Jocelyn said loudly, “We’re figurin’ on takin’ that station, yeasay?”

      


      Killeen was stunned. “How—” he began, then stopped himself. He must not betray surprise that word of the station had gotten

         around so fast. Shiptalk was legendary. ”—you mean?” he finished.

      


      He knew that the old formalisms of Family speech dictated that he should say “do you mean”—long hours spent with his Aspects had made the ancient, smoother speech patterns almost second nature to him, and

         he customarily used them to distance himself. But casual crewtalk might be the right approach now.

      


      “Heard there’s a big mech place up ahead,” one of the men said slowly.


      “Word gets ’round,” Killeen admitted, settling onto his haunches. This was the ageold posture the Family had adopted while

         on the move, always ready to jump and move in case of surprise. Here it was meaningless, of course, but it underlined their

         common past and equality. Everyone in the circle was also squatting, some clutching small bottles of flavored water. A midshipman

         offered Killeen one and he took a swig: rich aromatic apricot, the fruit now flowering in the lifezones.

      


      “Yeasay,” Jocelyn said. “We’ll be having a gathering?”


      “Don’t see why,” Killeen answered carefully.


      “Battle plans!” a burly crewman exclaimed loudly.


      “And what battle’s that?” Killeen countered quietly.


      

         “Why, ’gainst that mechplex,” the man said. Several grunts of agreement came from the knot.

      


      “You sure it’s a mechplex?” Killeen asked mildly.


      “What else’s it?” a deckwoman demanded.


      Killeen shrugged, eyeing them closely. They seemed worked up by the prospect of an attack, faces pinched and drawn. “We’ll

         see.”

      


      “Can’t be anythin’ but human or mech,” Jocelyn said, “and it’s sure as hell not human.”


      “We’ll attack no mechplex without getting its measure first,” Killeen said.


      “Surprise it!” the burly man said hoarsely. Killeen suspected the man had been drinking something beyond flavored water. Indeed,

         in several faces here there was a glow, a certain careless droop of lip and eye, that told him much. A clear violation of

         regs. But he reckoned that this was not the best moment to challenge them. Something more was going on and he needed to find

         out what.

      


      “Coming at it from an empty sky—that’s a surprise?” He chuckled.


      “We killed the mechs aboard here!” the man countered.


      “We had real surprise then. They weren’t ready for an assault at liftoff. We had that one chance, sweep the ship clean, and we took it.”

         Killeen shook his head. “Won’t get that chance again.”

      


      This seemed to silence most of them; there had been restless mutterings around the circle for the last few moments. Killeen

         still could not see where these ideas had come from. For some time now he had watched the Family acquire the usual bad habits

         of an outdoor folk forced to live too long in cramped quarters: drinking, stimwires, gambling, random pointless quarrels.

      


      Beyond those infractions, which he could deal with in the usual ways, there had gradually risen a harder problem. 

         They regaled one another with gaudy tales of past battles, grand adventures bloated beyond recognition. Killeen himself could

         recall all too clearly those years spent on the run across Snowglade—his frequent chilling fear, the sickening indecision,

         the many scrambling retreats from humbling defeats. Now, as the tales had it, everyone (but usually most notably the narrator)

         had been valiant, savvy, quick, and steadfast, a dreaded scourge of mechs.

      


      But there was something more than empty bravado here. He watched the snapping flames, smoke licking at his eyes with a sting

         he almost welcomed. The sooty tang brought forth innumerable memories of hard nights spent peering dejectedly into guttering

         campfires, fearing every odd sound that came ringing out of the darkness. The corncobs gave off a sweeter taste than the bite

         of woodsmoke, but the gathering pall did encase this nook in a comforting blue fog, a momentary signature of their mutual

         dependence.

      


      He felt a restive mood building and kept his silence, letting it grow. Finally Jocelyn edgily broke the silence with, “Near

         as I ’member, Fanny said that we should never leave a mechplex at our back when we’re advancin’.”

      


      Heads nodded all around the circle. Killeen sipped thick apricot nectar to cover his surprise. So it was Jocelyn talking up

         these ideas, harking back to the old Cap’n, Fanny. Though Fanny had been dead years now, cut down back on Snowglade by the

         Mantis, she still exerted a profound influence in the Family. Killeen himself had respected and loved her beyond saying. Innumerable

         times, during their long voyage, he had asked himself, What would Fanny do now? and the answer had guided him.

      


      But this was different. Jocelyn was using Fanny’s legend to sow trouble among the crew.


      “She also said, don’t take on enemies you don’t need.” 

         Killeen looked deliberately around, locking eyes with each of the crew in turn. “And ’specially when they’re bigger’n you.”

      


      Some murmuring agreement welcomed this. Jocelyn didn’t look directly at Killeen, but said, “If we can’t take a station, how’ll

         we do with that whole damn planet?”

      


      Killeen knew he had to be careful here. There was a tense expectation in the air, as if Jocelyn had summed up what they all

         felt. This was a Family talk, and she had kept it just beyond the strictures of ship discipline. He could cut off Jocelyn

         right now, show his anger, but that would leave unanswered questions, and irritations among the crew. He decided to not invoke

         his rank. Instead, he laughed.

      


      Jocelyn had not expected that. His dry chuckle startled her.


      Then he said with a halfsmile, “That’s your killer-Aspect talkin’ again, right?” He turned to the rest. “Jocelyn now, she’s

         loaded in five new Aspect chips in just the last year. One’s a Cap’n who specialized in leadin’ charges ’gainst the mechs—just

         ’bout the only maneuver he knew, I’d guess, ’cause he sure didn’t live long. That Aspect gives great advice, he does—only

         it’s always the same.”

      


      Several around the circle smiled. Granted, the Family would never have survived this voyage without the Aspects’ vast hoard

         of advice on the ancient human tech which had built the Argo. But their hovering presences perpetually yearned to be tapped more fully into their host’s sensory net, to gobble hungrily

         of the very air and zest that life brought. Aspects could never be truly content. They came from many eras and their advice

         often conflicted. Occasionally one dominated its host’s thinking. Letting an Aspect get out of control was humiliating.

      


      

         Muscles bunched in Jocelyn’s long jaw. “I speak for myself, not for some dusty Aspect,” she spat out.

      


      “Then you should avoid fights when you can.” Killeen kept his voice wry and friendly.


      She said sharply, “Like this one?”


      So she had gotten the hint and still chose to make this public. Very well. “Now that you mention it…”


      “Some of us think Family honor demands—”


      “Honor’s the first thing that falls on a battlefield,” Killeen said dryly.


      He immediately regretted having interrupted her, because Jocelyn’s eyes narrowed angrily. “We should take that mechplex ’fore

         it attacks us.”

      


      “Our target’s a world, not a tin box in space,” Killeen said easily. He knew he would come out ahead if he let her lose her

         temper.

      


      “With that in our hands, we can control what reaches the surface!” she said excitedly.


      “And alert whatever’s on the surface before we can land the Argo,” he said.

      


      “Well, Fanny would never—”


      “Lieutenant Jocelyn, belay that Fanny stuff. I’m Cap’n now.”

      


      She looked startled. He had always thought that she was best at following a planned tactic. She fumbled when time came for

         fast footwork and a shift of attack. “Uh, aye-aye, but—”

      


      “And I say we’re going straight in. Got that? We’ll skip the station.”


      “Damnall, that station’ll give us—”


      —Cap’n!—


      The call came not from the circle but from Killeen’s own belt. He was startled at the tinny voice that spoke from his waist:

         Shibo.

      


      

         “Yeasay,” he answered. Abruptly he lost interest in Jocelyn. Shibo seldom called on ship comm. For her to do so meant something

         important.

      


      —The board—Shibo began, but Killeen cut the switch. He never allowed crew to overhear officers’ messages unless he wanted

         to leak something deliberately.

      


      He got up, nodded briskly at Jocelyn, and set off up the spiral to the control vault. He disliked leaving his dispute with

         Jocelyn hanging. He had blunted her momentum, but left a core of resistance in her still. And ambition, as well.

      


      When he came through the hatch, Shibo was standing with uncharacteristic immobility, meditative: her arms wrapped around herself,

         thumbs hooked into her shiny black exskell ribs. Normally her hands would be moving restlessly over the boards, summoning

         forth the Argo’s energies and microminds.

      


      “Cap’n, I have a problem. New kind, too.” Her luminous eyes and chagrined mouth could not conceal her alarm.


      “Is it the station?”


      “In a way.” Her exskell shifted like a cage of black bones, framing her gesture: something halfway between a shrug and a vexed

         wave of dismissal. “The board is frozen. I can’t dictate trajectory anymore.”

      


      “Why not?”


      “Some override command.”


      “From where?”


      “Maybe ‘From when?’ is the right question.”


      “The Mantis?”


      “Could be. It’s taking us on a slightly different tack from planetary rendezvous.”


      “You can’t countermand it?”


      “No.”


      When Shibo admitted defeat he was sure she had struggled 

         with the problem to her limits. He frowned. “Where are we going?”

      


      “Toward that station. Against our will.”


   

      EIGHT


      Deep bass moans ran the length of Argo, like the songs of great swollen beasts.

      


      The dust outside hummed and rubbed against the life-zone bubbles as the ship decelerated. It was as though the thin flotsam

         of the Galactic Center, spiraling in toward the shrouded star ahead, played the Argo like a great taut instrument. Melodies of red lightning danced about the burnished bow.

      


      Killeen watched the approach of the station. He stood with his back to the assembling crew and peered through the forward

         port. Their trajectory ahead was clear. Argo was coming down to fly parallel to the station’s great circular plain, skimmed along it by unseen forces. Shibo could do

         nothing with Argo’s helm.
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